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Word Processing:
Practical Ideas and
References for Teachers
Kathy Brown

and choose-your-own adventure stories. A
printer can enhance poetry with special
shapes and print styles. Choose-your-ownadventure stories are excellent for learning
sequence and branching.
Children will also enjoy writing secret
letters or messages on the word processor. In
one classroom, cited in the Geoffrion book,
over 1500 letters were written in one year.
(Geoffrion, p. 146) For those such as Fred
Huntington who subscribe to the idea that the
best way to learn to write well is to write lots,
that is very encouraging. (Huntington, p. 23)
The she II story is particularly effective
with a word processor. A shell story is made
on a master disk with built-in blanks for such
things as a child's name, town, address,
friends, favorite animal's name, and so on.
Each child can insert his own information,
enter it using the search and replace feature,
and then enjoy a story suited just to
him.Children can save their own creative
work and shell stories on disks for later review
or editing, and can save a variety of stories
over a term to print as a book. Illustrations
can be added by hand or with the computer,
perhaps using Logo.
Robert Morgan also recommends using
the word processor to contrast writing styles
by comparing a piece with vivid adjectives to
another without such descriptors. Students
can also take a "bare bones" piece and add
descriptive words to enrich it. The pieces can
then be printed and compared with others.
(Morgan, p. 9) Another twist would be to write
a familiar story several different ways, such as
presenting it as a newspaper article, comic
book, politician's speech, or a romance.
Some good examples of this are given in the
Bank Street Writer Student Activities
section, p. 5-5. Speed and ease of ecJiting are

No doubt your school has computers now
and you are wondering how to use them
wisely. One of the most versatile uses is word
processing, particularly in conjunction with a
printer. Most software is limited to a specific
game ( or set of games) or perhaps a subject
area, while word processing uses area as
varied as the writers' imaginations. Many
different word processing programs are
available, as are study typing programs
which can aid in faster and more independent
use of the computer. Listed in the following
paragraphs are a number of activities
teachers have described as being successful,
and which could be easily adapted for your
classroom use. These activities include
creative writing, newspapers and
newsletters,
language experience, and
outlining.

Creative Writing
Most creative writing activities can easily
be done on a word processor. Children can
write fan letters, thank you letters, letters to
the newspaper, monster stories, stories about
favorite movies or TV programs, and even
software reviews (Huntington, p. 23) Other
possibilities are science fiction stories, poetry,
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the rationale for doing these activities on the
word processor.
Word processing has also been successful
for encouraging students to revise work.
Virginia Bradley notes that "research has
shown that revision is one of the most
important parts of the composing process,
but students don't receive much instruction in
how to do it, and they don't revise very
much." (Bradley, p. 733) A word processor
enables the writer to quickly move, add, or
delete words, sentences, or paragraphs, thus
encouraging more extensive editing. Specific
activities for re-arranging sentences in a
paragraph, dividing an essay into
paragraphs, and removing repetitious words
or phrases are given in the Student Activity
portion of Bank Street Writer, pp. 5-9 to 519.
Virginia Bradley reported on a study with
small groups of sixth graders who were first
introduced to the computer and then used a
word processor to do sentence combining, a
technique which has been used to improve
writing fluency. She noted that students were
generally able to grasp the editing and
typing concepts rapidly, completed the
sentence combinations successfully, and
appeared to enjoy the whole process.
(Bradley, p. 7 42) Having students type their
own material in this way is advantageous in
terms of teacher time as well as in providing
meaningful independent work for students.
One teacher used a word processor to
teach paragraph structure to educationally
handicapped children. After being
introduced to the parts of a paragraph, the
class chose a popular topic: chocolate chip
cookies. A teacher-typed list was made of the
succulent details of the subject; then the main
idea statement, supporting details, and
closing statement were compiled. Another
day students reviewed the paragraph parts
on a hard copy and underlined each in
different colors to highlight them. Later
activities included using similar paragraph
structure in other writing assignments. In this
class the teacher typed ~nd printed the
paragraphs, students edited their own work,
and then received a hard copy as their
reward. (Littlefield, September 1983, p. 26-7)
This activity seems appropriate for regular
classrooms as well.

For children whose poor handwriting is a
major block to both writing and revising, the
word processor offers a good way to bypass
those problems. The poor handwriter can
instead concentrate on the product of his
efforts rather than the pencil process,
hopefully changing his negative attitude
about writing as he sees the ease of moving
text and the professional appearance of his
final text.
N ·e wspapers and Newsletters
Little expense is usually involved in wordprocessed class newspapers. Reporters can
write articles, editors correct and do
revisions, and typesetters arrange material
for printing -- all on a disk or two. (Mason, p.
553) This requires coordination and
scheduling and quite a bit of group work, all
useful for students to learn. According to
Donald Graves, it is very important to publish
children's work frequently, because children
who see that their work is read by other
students, parents, and friends, instead of just
the teacher, are far more likely to take the
time to write and edit carefully. (Green, p. 21)
Typing and printing with a word processor
makes frequent publishing relatively easy.
A fifth grade social studies class used
word processing to develop a newsletter.
After reading materials about Aztecs, each
child wrote a paragraph on what he learned.
The paragraphs were typed by the teacher
and printed without students' names. The
entire class reviewed the paragraphs to
develop a list of possible Aztec topics.
Students then wrote short reports on an
individual topic, using the material from the
first-draft paragraphs and other research.
These reports were typed and printed, and
then edited in turn by the original student
writer, a small class group, and finally the
whole class for syntax, spelling, and clarity.
The result was a professional appearing
newsletter. Each draft was teacher-typed and
computer-printed for speed, ease of revision,
and professional product. The entire process
took 3-4 days. (Wolff, p. 799) In this case, a
major advantage was that students spent a
great deal of time on the editing tasks and
were able to read easily what the words
were, rather than struggling over each
other's handwriting.
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An interstate classroom newspaper is
being run by mailing disks between schools in
Alaska and California. Students write on a
variety of subjects, from sports to making a
bologna sandwich. In the process many
cultural and geographical differences have
become apparent. Students are using The
Computer Chronicles Prompter, a
software tool which guides students' writing
in English or Spanish and which contains
prompts for the type of story being written.
Editorial boards are set up to coordinate
stories and do editing. Editors are required to
give reasons for accepting or rejecting
stories. They know that their work will be read
in distant places by other students so they try
to be very careful. The venture has been so
successful that a company has been set up to
foster this type of exchange and to establish
international editions. (Horowitz, p. 48)

Outlining
Another use for word processing is to
teach outlining. After generating or being
given a list of words, phrases, or sentences,
students can learn to use the word processor
to create outlines. Text movement is so simple
that in a short time phrases can be moved or
changed without tedious re-copying. (Mason,

p. 553)

Language Experience Activities
Some teachers, especially in primary
grades, have used Bank Street Writer and
other programs to record individual or group
language experience stories. Ease of editing
allows discussion and revision of stories
rapidly, and each child can get a printed
copy as he watches. (Mason, p. 552) LEA is
even easier when a large monitor is available
for groups to view. Children feel as if what
they say is more important when displayed on
a screen, and even better when printed neatly
on paper. Virginia Bradley asserts that use of
computers with LEA has brought: (1) longer
stories, (2) more changes and corrections
made during the process, (3) less loss of
interest as speedy typing enters ideas, and (4)
children happy to get a hard copy. (Bradley,

p. 737)
One minor note of caution about using
computers is sounded by Fred Huntington,
asserting that " ... it is not enough to buy ... a
program, show the child how to turn on the

computer, and say 'Go to it.' You must sit
down with the student, go through the
directions together, and supervise at least for
a while." (Huntington, p. 22) However, since
the skills of writing, editing, and revising will
bear fruit in so many areas of the curriculum,
you will find the effort very worthwhile. With
well-planned lessons and the inherent high
student interest in computers, you should be
able to use this valuable technology to good
advantage in your reading and writing
program.
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latest national election results, the great
success of her beloved Tiger Baseball World
Champions, the state of affairs in the U.S.S.R.,
the work of the new Prime Minister of
Canada, the latest women's fashions, and on
and on. Need we wonder further why Gertie
is a popular member of any group for she has
an alive and lively love-affair with reading.
As Kipling said (to paraphrase the great
writer), she "walks with Kings but does not
lose the common touch.". She loves words
and they love her in return.

recreational reading. In this age of stressrelated jobs, the joy of reading for sheer
recreational purposes cannot possibly be
measured. If there is any doubt of this, just
look around you. On every train, on every
plane, in every hotel lobby, in all airline
terminals of the world, we see readers
reading all the time. They are reading
newspapers, magazines, tabloids, and books
both paperbacks and hardbounds. And these
readers are those persons who are "on the
road." It would be impossible to estimate the
readers and what they read among the more
settled of our communities. An interesting
group is the Senior citizen group of our
people. There you find the real appreciators
of the printed word. Just picture "Gertie" a
warm and wonderful 84 year old "youngster"
who is the most knowledgeable and
interested personality to the fact that she is an
inveterate reader. She can talk with the best
of them on matters such as reasons for the

(Continued from Page 13)
Littlefield, Pcitti, " Word Processors in the Classroom:
Two Views. " Computers, Reading & Language
Arts. l (Fall 1983), 38-39.

Horowitz, P. " Eight Model Schools: An End-of-the-Year
Report. " Electronic Learning. 3 (Moy/ June 1984),
18.
Huntington, Fre. " Home Remedies. "
(September 1984), 21-25.

inCider.

Mason George. " The Word Processor and Teaching
Reading. " Reading Teacher. 37 (February 1984),
552-553.

2

Kooke, Dionne M. " Teaching Elementary Age Children
Touch Typing as on Aid to Language Arts
Instruction." Reading Teacher. 36 (Morch 1983),
640-644.

Morgan, Robert. " Computer Uses in the Elementary
Grades. " North Carolina English Teacher.
39
(Winter 1982), 7-10.

Kleiman, Glenn M. "Learning with Computers: Potentials
and Limitations." Compute! 6 (February 1984), 120121.

Ohanian, Susan. "What Does It Take to be a Good
Computer Teacher?'' Learning. 13 (March 1984), 3033.

Kromer, Sharon. "Word Processing in a Logo
Environment." Electronic Learning. 3 (Morch 1984),
70.

Resnik, Hank. "Creative Teachers Make Computers Part
of the Job." Learning. 13 (Morch 1984), 32-40.
Simon, Herbert A. "Computers in Education: Realizing
the Potential. " American Education. 19 (December
1983), 17-23.

Kuechle, Nancy. "Reading, Writing and Programming."
Computers, Reading & Language Arts. 1 (Fall
1983),7-10.
'

Wolff, Franz E. " Word Processing is a Tool for
Comprehension." Reading Teacher. 37 (April
1984), 799.

Littlefield, Patti, "Teaching Writing with a Word
Processor. " Academic Therapy. 19 (September
1983), 25-29.

22

